The WWF High-Altitude Wetlands and Lakes Project Conservation of high-altitude wetlands and lakes in the Himalaya poses an immense challenge to the world. Recent projections on climate change and its impacts on glaciers compound the challenge. The WWF High-Altitude Wetlands and Lakes Project is working to meet this challenge in 3 ways: 1) Site-specific work in India, Nepal, Pakistan, and China; 2) Partnerships for scaling up the work; 3) A regional forum for transboundary cooperation involving governments and partners.
Scientific and technical information
The project has generated much technical, scientific, socioeconomic, and biodiversity-related information which is being effectively used to make a strong case for protecting and conserving these unique spaces in the interest of local people and biodiversity. WWF offices in all 4 countries have documented information on specific sites; this is an ongoing process. WWF's presence in the field has also helped and encouraged many other institutions to conduct specific research.
Identification of suitable sites for Ramsar nomination
In a regional meeting at Urumqi, China, about 200 sites were tentatively identified that could qualify for Ramsar designation or national sites declaration. A process has been established at the national level to collect scientific information required for filing for Ramsar designation. Several sites have already been designated and others are in the process. Momentum towards the 200 mark has been built.
Site management
Designation of sites is the first step. WWF is taking measures at specific sites to improve (or reduce the threat to) the ecosystem. This includes establishing community organizations, lobbying with governments to change certain practices, involving organizations in strengthening their capacity to provide better protection, modifying certain practices in the private sector, etc. WWF is also establishing local-level institutions so that site management can be carried on by them in the long term.
Regional cooperation
A regional forum has been established to exchange ideas and experience, and forge cooperation specifically on transboundary sites. While there is a lot of good will, the process of transboundary cooperation between countries based on specific sites has not taken place. This should be a priority for the next phase. China: protecting 'The Third Pole'
The Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, with an area of 2.5 million km 2 , is unique in cultural, geographic, and biological terms. The region, known as the "roof of the world," is regarded as the third pole of the earth. Highaltitude wetlands and lakes (above 3000 m) constitute about 9.25 million ha of this area, which is about 25% of all the natural wetlands in China. Some of the great rivers of Asia originate from the plateau. Rapid economic growth, climate change, logging, reclamation, overgrazing, and infrastructure development are posing challenges to conserving these unique areas. The Yangtze, Mekong, and Salween rivers originate from the wetlands and lakes of this region. There are about 168 high-altitude wetland sites larger than 100 ha, of which 108 are in the Yangtze, 17 in the Mekong, and 43 in the Salween river source areas; moreover, 65 are located in Sichuan, 49 in Tibet, 43 in Qinghai, and 11 in Yunnan provinces. Of these 168 large HAWs, 22 sites cover an area that exceeds 5000 ha. Altogether, 6 sites-ie 3 in Qinghai province and another 3 in Tibet-are larger than 100,000 ha. These 6 sites account for 1.7 million ha or 90% of the total area of HAWs in China.
Conservation measures
The government of China has prepared long-term plans for wetlands conservation. The China National Wetland Conservation Action Plan (2002-2030) was issued jointly by 17 ministries in 2000, which included 173 wetland sites of national importance. This list includes 9 sites of internationally important high-altitude wetlands.
By the end of 2005 the Chinese government had established 21 high-altitude wetland nature reserves with a total of 24.46 million ha, which includes 7 sites in the Yangtze, Mekong, and Salween source areas (YMSSA). The Chinese government has established 7 criteria for nature reserves and 8 criteria for the internationally important wetlands in YMSSA. Based on these criteria, 7 sites have been chosen-5 in the Yangtze river basin and 2 in the Salween river basin. The project has 3 main components: data collection and analysis, demonstration sites, and policy recommendations.
With help and cooperation of the wetland resources monitoring centre of the state forestry administration, WWF prepared a document that compiles data and presents an analysis. The document puts forward 5 specific recommendations for conserving HAWs:
• Strengthen wetland legislation and improve the policy and legal system for HAW conservation; • Enhance capacity, especially to manage internationally important wetlands and nature reserves; • Enhance river basin planning, management, and wise use of water resources in the Yangtze, Mekong, and Salween basins; • Conduct scientific research; • Foster public awareness and education.
WWF is in the process of establishing demonstration sites to improve the management of the sites. WWF has also suggested suitable sites in the region for Ramsar site declaration.
Pakistan: protecting the HKH mountain lakes
A pilot project on conserving highaltitude wetlands and lakes in the 
Regional and international importance
One of the wetlands, Tsomoriri, has already been declared a Ramsar Site wetland of international importance. Another 4 wetlands-Pangong Tso, Tsokar, Hanle, and Chushul-have also been identified as potential Ramsar Sites. All these wetlands are in the Upper Indus and Sutlej river basins and thus play a major role in maintaining the overall hydrological regime of these rivers.
Threats to the region Unplanned and unregulated tourism is a major threat to the area as the numbers of tourists visiting the area are increasing every year. The other major threats are degradation of the catchment area, increasing human-wildlife conflict, unplanned development, and tremendous grazing pressure.
Conserving unique places through unique partnerships Over the years 2 community conservation trusts have been formed at Tsomoriri and Tsokar through various capacity building exercises. Both these trusts have been legally recognized; at present they are actively working as wetland conservation organizations in their specific areas. The concept of local conservation trusts is somewhat unique: it confers legal status for conservation measures, raising the required funds, regulating and charging for tourism, etc. Communities benefit through home-stay programs where tourists stay with local communities. Similarly, WWF is working with tourist operators to avoid any damage to the area through specific measures by developing clear guidelines in the form of posters, regular training, etc. Moreover, WWF has developed a unique partnership with the Army and ITBP (Indo-Tibetan Border Police). Special workshops have been organized to sensitize Army officers to the ecological importance of the area and the need for its conservation. This implies working on the ground in keeping the area clean and providing protection for the nesting sites of species such as the black-necked crane.
WWF is also working with the local educational institutions and providing them resource material in the local language. Through WWF intervention and support, the local communities and the Department of Wildlife protection in Leh launched a major campaign to stop Himalayan car rallies which took place every year before 2004, cutting across Tsokar, a very fragile and productive wetland. The organizers of the rallies have since altered the routes.
Research and documentation
Regular monitoring of the wetlands is carried out to document the various floral and faunal and quality aspects of these wetlands. A record of developmental activities is also being maintained. The data are used to design conservation activities. Various scientific reports have also been produced and published.
Policy and advocacy
For long-term conservation, it is important to work with the local government and Local Hill Council. Recently, 2 high-altitude wetlands from the area have been selected for conservation and management action under the Prime Minister's Package of the Government of India. WWF was invited by the State Government to develop the management plan for these wetlands, which was done and submitted to the State Government for further action.
Future plans
In coming years WWF has plans to replicate this model in other highaltitude wetlands of the Indian Himalaya. For this a specific project has been developed and there are plans to scale up and implement this proposed project in 5 states of India: Jammu and Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, Uttarakhand, Sikkim, and Arunachal Pradesh.
